A triangulation study of the clinician and patient experiences of the use of the immunosuppressant drugs azathioprine and 6-mercaptopurine for the management of inflammatory bowel disease.
The aim of this study was to explore the service for patients with inflammatory bowel disease taking or having taken azathioprine or 6-mercaptopurine in the last three years, at two District General Hospitals within the same Trust. Published data confirm that the use of azathioprine and 6-mercaptopurine is effective in the control of inflammatory bowel disease. However, there are inconsistencies in dosing regimes, blood monitoring and duration of therapy. Regimes used have been largely based on clinicians' personal preference leading to inconsistencies in practice. A questionnaire, designed to elicit the experience of treatment regimes, blood monitoring and access to information was sent to 130 patients taking or having taken azathioprine or 6-mercaptopurine in the last three years. A further questionnaire was sent to 94 general practitioners and interviews were conducted with 10 hospital doctors initiating treatment. The study demonstrated lack of clarity in the prescribing methods, the monitoring regimes being offered, variation in information given to patients and consequent patient knowledge. Azathioprine and 6-mercaptopurine are increasingly being used successfully in inflammatory bowel disease, sparing the use of steroids and maintaining remission over a longer period. A review of the current literature has informed and made possible a suggested blood-monitoring regime. The adoption of a protocol-led service, managed by the nurse specialist, incorporating guided self-management by patients should be considered. A shared-care approach with the patient and general practitioner with rapid access to secondary care would provide a robust system.